Unmet visual needs of Alzheimer's disease patients in long-term care facilities.
The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of uncorrected visual disorders in nursing home patients with Alzheimer's disease (AD) and to determine whether appropriate corrective measures were taken by nursing home staff. This study was conducted at 2 community nursing homes in the St Louis area. Whereas previous studies have shown that visual impairment is common among all residents of nursing facilities, our study was focused specifically on residents with AD. This population is less able to effectively express needs and more likely to endure unaddressed visual deficits. For AD patients, it is important to offer appropriate corrective remedies in order to maintain as much functional independence as possible. A retrospective cohort study was conducted in 2 private, skilled nursing facilities in St Louis County thought to be representative of community nursing homes in the United States. All subjects were patients with a diagnosis of dementia of probable AD. Demographic information collected included age, sex, and race. Mini-Mental State Examination scores were also obtained. The patients, their families, and nursing staff were interviewed to determine the patients' visual history, corrective measures, and the usage of corrective eyewear before and after admission to the nursing homes. The data were summarized to demonstrate how many patients suffered from uncorrected errors of refraction and what factors contributed to their visual status. Of the total of 85 patients included in the study, 80 (94.1%) required glasses for correction of presbyopia, myopia, or both. However, 25 of the 80 residents had not actively been using glasses since entering the nursing home. Of these 25 residents not wearing proper eyewear, 9 residents were too cognitively impaired to request them, 8 residents had broken or misplaced them, and 8 residents had prescriptions that were no longer sufficient to correct their vision. Our study found that nearly one third of the visually impaired nursing home residents with AD (25 of 80 patients) were not using their required eyewear. These 25 patients were the population of most interest because they were most likely to benefit from intervention. Many of these patients were not using glasses because they had been lost, damaged, or were no longer sufficient to correct their vision. We have presented 3 recommendations intended to prevent uncorrected visual acuity in nursing home residents with dementia: (1) Label eyewear in appropriate patient populations to provide rapid identification in the event of misplacement, (2) recommend that an extra pair of glasses be made available if the current pair would be lost or damaged, and (3) ensure that all residents have annual or biannual eye exams. If adequate steps are taken to prevent unnecessary visual impairment in AD patients, it would limit their dependence on others, reduce the burden on nursing staff, and improve the patients' overall quality of life.